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Subways as a Space of Cultural Intimacy?
The Mass Rapid Transit System in Taipei, Taiwan 
Anru Lee?
ABSTRACT 
This article sees Taipei’s newly inaugurated Mass Rapid Transit System 
as a space of cultural intimacy wherein Taipei City residents (re) shape their 
collective identity against Taiwan’s recent political history as well as within the 
current global economic context. Temporally, the knowledge derived from the 
shared sentiment of cultural intimacy helped people in Taipei to construct a 
present self that is civilized and enlightened, separating from their politically 
repressive and unruly past. Spatially, as Taiwan is increasingly integrated into 
the global system and highly receptive to changes in the world economy, the 
Taipei residents’ new self-identity also takes on new significance. The timing of 
the completion of the MRT coincided with Taiwan’s recent economic 
restructuring on the one hand and the emergence of global cities as the main 
site of global economic competition on the other. Behaving in an orderly way as 
well as keeping a positive image of the MRT, therefore, resonates with Taipei 
residents’ efforts and desire to keep their city economically competitive. The 
contrast between the refined manners of Taipei’s daily commuters and the 
recurring misdemeanors of out-of-town visitors on the MRT seems only to 
confirm the growing discrepancy between a globalizing Taipei and Taiwan’s 
deindustrialized hinterland that is gradually lagging behind. Yet, the anxiety 
seeping through some of the self-deprecating comments I heard during the 
course of my research clearly indicates the precarious nature of the current 
global economic system and the resulting challenges faced, and uncertainties 
felt, by the Taiwanese people including those in Taipei.  
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